Afterward: Celebration, Eulogy, or Pride in Disability Scholarship and Community? by Anderson, David
Afterward: Celebration, Eulogy, or Pride in Disability Scholarship and Community? 
David Anderson, B. A. 
University of British Columbia 
 
 
At the commencement of the Unruly Salon Series, Dr. Catherine Frazee asked us to 
remember that the “Unruly Salon ordains and inducts each of us to pay attention, to make 
connections, to respond – in short to contribute to the opening and unfolding of this cultural 
space” [sic].  Specifically, Dr. Frazee called on us to do the “work of excavation, weaving and 
coming to pride.” 
 
With these frameworks in mind, I will consider the impact and possible futures (or not) 
for the Unruly Salon from my perspective as a disabled student.  
 
Excavation of Disability History in One University’s Context 
 
Like other universities in North America, The University of British Columbia (UBC) has not 
always been a warm or even tepid environment for disabled students. History tells us that it took 
several court battles, lost by UBC in fantastic ways, before the university realized that it not only 
had to support and accommodate students with disabilities, but that it should.  
 
In my own experience as a visually impaired student at the University of British Columbia, 
meeting other students with disabilities over the last six years has been incidental, accidental, and 
random. Not being able to see meant that I didn’t meet many other blind people unless I literally 
ran into them. Most of the blind and other disabled people I do know on campus were previous 
friends and contacts from organizations outside the university (e.g., the Canadian National 
Institute for the Blind). 
 
As is the case I imagine at many universities, my university does indeed provide services and 
accommodations to students with disabilities, support, as it were, to individuals, but it does not 
overextend itself at all to support communities, advocate or truly promote active engagement or 
participation of disabled people on all levels. UBC does not provide the infrastructure or 
environment necessary to encourage the interaction and networking of students with disabilities 
aside from the odd, start of the year mixer. My fellow disabled students have been cast as passive 
receivers of services, not active agents of change. There is no US in UBC.  
 
The emergence of the Salon this term and the resultant arrival of artists, academics, community 
members, politicos, and radicals has created, for the first time, a refreshing sense of a real 
disability community at UBC.  
 
During the three months of the Salon Series, I have felt like an active agent of dialogue, inquiry, 
and engagement with a large, unruly and dynamic community that has not often come together 
on campus in such a powerful and all-inclusive manner. 
 
Weaving 
 
While I did not find much of a disabled community at UBC when I first arrived, I did 
encounter and fell head first into and head over heels for the queer community here (or LGBT if 
you prefer). The time I spent engaged with these groups connected me with students, staff and 
faculty – and a number of other UBC and Vancouver community members – who were just as 
unruly as the members of these Salons, and they have had a lasting impact on me, fellow 
students and the campus.  
 
The importance of weaving with the lessons from the Queer community is the 
recognition that spaces for creative community engagement are hard won and must be 
continually nurtured. We need consistent student engagement and an interdisciplinary scholarly 
program such as Disability Studies, not merely Disability Services, to sustain and grow our 
citizenship, belonging and intellectual involvement in the University.  
 
Queers worked many long hours to establish permanent (and well-funded!) student 
groups as well as to foster academic legitimacy, both of which are necessary for community 
building and for social change at the university level.  
 
Of course, the Faculty Association Ad Hoc Committee on Gay and Lesbian Studies was 
finally neutered of its “Gay and Lesbian” affiliation by reducing the department title to “Critical 
Studies in Sexuality,” or “CSIS,” so I shudder to think what may be created in the attempt to 
establish Disability Studies at UBC. Perhaps we’ll end up with “Critical Investigations in 
Ability” or “CIA.”  We may be inviting too much scrutiny.  
 
All joking aside, however, a Disability Studies department is what we need at UBC. 
Student groups alone have not remained. “Student Services” supports individuals, not 
communities. We need an enduring space on campus in which to share, question and learn 
together and to challenge the current social hegemonies that disallow our active participation and 
involvement in laying claim to who we are and how we are represented. 
 
Coming to Pride 
 
Speaking of queers, something else we share with this group is the “coming to pride” that 
Dr. Frazee outlined to us so few months ago. “[C]oming to pride,” she explained to us. “Is a 
delicate alchemy that can only take root in the fertile ground of community. It is our connection 
to each other that transforms stigma to grace, personal burden to collective struggle, shame to 
honour.” I believe in these Salons we have come to pride, but how will we continue to do so 
without an established and flourishing community that goes beyond passive receivers of service?  
 
So what have the Salons achieved? They have reminded me of the power of community, 
and in that community, the Salons have created an opportunity for active and creative 
engagement with ideas and people. They have reminded me of my own power and creativity, and 
that I am indeed part of something greater than my own personal struggles, achievements, and 
flailings in the dark.  
 
And in that revelation of finding me implicated in a greater community, I am reminded of 
the responsibilities of students to ask questions and challenge! Radical bodies do not negotiate 
bureaucratic spaces well, literally or symbolically, and it seems strange to operate on the limited 
level of bureaucratic administration and not as an engaged community or at least a critical and 
unruly receiver. We require spaces like the Salons to thrive and to create community on all 
levels: academically, personally, creatively, and socially. The magic created by events such as 
the Salons affords us a glimpse of the possible. Unfortunately, if the Salons are temporary, then, 
my remarks become a eulogy as they as much as they are an acknowledgement and a celebration. 
The creation of a permanent community requires considerable time, effort, and institutional 
support – and the support and active involvement of disabled students, as well as faculty and 
staff.  
 
In this last Salon of the Series, Mr. Stephen Honisch drew our attention through music to 
the “fragile spaces between impairment and disability”, and I would argue that these very Salons 
themselves are “fragile spaces” - ones we should cherish for their suspension of labels and 
constraints and their rampant ambiguity, and recognizing their value and infrequent occurrences, 
work to produce more of them 
 
The Salons remind us to take pride in the achievements of the past and the work of the 
Series today, and to make a commitment to the ongoing work that lies ahead.  
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